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SuE SzczEPANSKI

Writing Workshop:
Three Ingredients That Work
Sue Szczepanski is currently in her first year of teaching in the education
department at Northern Michigan University. She previously taught grades one
through.five and has been a Title I teacher in the Marquette Public Schools. Sue
is a Member-At-Large for the Michigan Reading Association and is also a member of the International Reading Association.
nother day of writing workshop has
come to a close. Children put away
their writing folders and some ask,
"May I stay in at recess and work on
my piece?" What is it about writing workshop that
makes both girls and boys ask to continue writing
during recess? Why do so many of my students say
that writing workshop is their favorite time of the
day? Three key ingredients of writing workshop
yield the answer: time, ownership, and response.
Following is a glimpse of sharing time at the end of
the writer's workshop day. One ofmy second-grade
writers, Lindsey, is in the authors' chair ready to
read her draft called "My Pet Snake."
Lindsey: My snake is a garter snake. He eats
worms. He is the color of black and yellow.
We named him Skeeter. We got him from a
farm. Ralph, the farmer, gave me the snake.
Classmate: How did Ralph catch the snake?
Lindsey: "He put a piece of tinfoil down and the
snake crawled under it because snakes like
heat.
Classmate: Maybe you could put that in your story
so people will know how he caught the
snake.
This last element of writing workshop, sharing or
response time, is a favorite of the students and a
time that is important in teaching both the beauty
of sharing one's work and the cognitive challenges
of responding critically to writing. If not for the
format of writer's workshop, I do not believe I
could foster as much good talk about writing as the
above example shows. Because I am so convinced
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of the power of writer's workshop, the description
of my approach to it follows:
Writer's workshop consists of three parts. I begin
each session with a short, 10- to 15-minute minilesson and then send the students back to their
seats with the task of using our mini-lesson skill in
their writing that day. After students have settled in
(reading their drafts to themselves or one another,
or drafting and revising), I begin conference time.
This is the heart of process writing and gives me
the information I need to formulate mini-lessons
and valuable anecdotal observations on students'
progress. After a 30- to 40-minute writing time, we
are ready for sharing/response time. It is of note that
even young students can work on writing for this
length of time. Because students are engaged in writing as an interactive process, they plan, draft, share,
and revise throughout the process and so are able to
attend to the task for significant chunks of time. As I
suggested above, there are three powerful ingredients
that compose our writing workshop block.

Time
Children need to know that 4 to 5 days a week will
be set aside for writing workshop. It is consistent
enough to allow students to move day to day with
ongoing projects and not lose their momentum.
Writing workshop is time spent working on many of
the mechanics and skills involved in reading, writing,
listening, speaking, viewing, and visually responding.

Ownership
When children are encouraged to write about what
they are interested in and care about and what
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they want to learn more about, writing no longer
becomes a chore. In the beginning days of workshop, we brainstorm writing ideas together. This is
done before paper and pencil are in front ofus. We
use this same strategy when a content area writing
assignment is dictated by our curriculum. I show
children that we can still give some freedom and
choice within structures and boundaries. My ears
are wide open at all times during the day, listening
to children's conversations and listening for story
seeds that may prompt them to write.

Response
Humans all have a need to be listened to and to
receive feedback from others. This is a critical part
of the writing process and must be included in daily
writing time. Response can come in many forms:
Teacher Response
As I move around the room during the writing
time, I randomly sit down and invite children to
share their stories. I ask questions that will lead
them further into their writing, taking notes on their
strengths and what I need to teach. Short, 2- to
3-minute, student-teacher conferences are used to
confirm the child as a writer and ask questions that
lead the child to improving writing skills. "Tell
me more ... " or "I'm wondering about ... " are the
questions I most frequently ask. During the studentteacher conferences, I look for pieces that are ready
to share with the whole group or pieces that need
the input of classmates to get the writer moving. I
also look for examples of writing to use during my
mini-lessons. I often jot down names of students
who need encouragement to share within the next
few days, reminding myself that no child is ever
forced to share with the whole group until he or she
feels comfortable.
Peer Response
Students share writings with each other. Minilessons are used to model and teach how to give
constructive, positive feedback to others. Many of
the same questions I use, the children use with each
other.
Whole group response
At the end of workshop, we have time for three or
four students to share their drafts. Some are finished
drafts and some are not. By reading their unfinished
pieces, students will hear ideas from peers to help
in their writing. Mini-lessons have modeled how to
14

respond to a peer's writing. It is here that I model
the kinds of questions we ask to get the writers to
delve deeper into their pieces. Remember Lindsey's
story, "My Pet Snake"? The question was asked
about how Ralph caught the snake. This question
led Lindsey to add another part to her story on how
the snake was captured, a question the listeners had
and to which only Lindsey knew the answer.
The child-centered nature of writing workshop is
part of what makes it appeal to students. The fact
that each child is accepted at his or her level allows
for many differences in ability. It allows for the
child who needs more time and practice to master
a skill and gives freedom for those that are ready to
soar, opening doors for more complex writing.
Writing workshop is more than just a time to
write. All modes of language-speaking, listening,
reading, writing, viewing, and visually representing-are strengthened by the process of writing. My
mini-lessons are driven by the writing students are
doing. Standards, district curriculum, and students'
place on the continuum are used to plan the lessons. Allowing children time to share with peers
or teachers is another key ingredient. All of these
elements lead to the improvement of writing skills.
Writing workshop and its child-centered approach is
the reason that students continue to ask, "May I stay
in today and work on my writing at recess?" My
ideas about writing have been influenced by many
scholars. The recommended reading list below
names many of them. I encourage those who have
not yet tried writer's workshop to dig into these
inspiring books.

Recommended Reading:
Calkins, Lucy. (1994). The Art of Teaching Writing:
New Edition. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Daniels, Harvey. (1993). Best Practices.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Fletcher, Ralph. (1998). Craft Lessons. York,
Maine: Stenhouse Publishers.
Fletcher, Ralph. (1995). What a Writer Needs.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Fraser, Jane and Skolnick, Donna. (1994). On Their
Way. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Heard, Georgia. (1999). Awaking the Heart.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
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Hindley, Joanne. (1996). In the Company of
Children. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

Ray, Katie Wood. (2002). What You Know by Heart.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann

Michigan Department of Education. (1996).
Michigan Curriculum Framework. Lansing, MI:
State Board of Education.

Routman, Regie. (1991). Invitations. Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann.
Routman, Regie. (1996). Literacy at the Crossroads.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Standerford, Suzanne and Szczepanski, Sue.
(1999). A View Inside. Grand Rapids, MI: Michigan
Reading Association.
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Call for Manuscripts
Fall, 2003: Children's and young adult books in the classroom: Are we creating a new
canon?
(Manuscripts must be received by April 1, 2003. Electronic submissions are encouraged.)

L

ong before basal readers became the preferred classroom literacy tool, reading teachers used

authentic texts-the bible, novels, newspapers, magazines, story books-to teach children their
letters. Within a short period of time, a relatively few authors-often "dead white men"-and their
narratives had become institutionalized. Eventually these poems, short stories, and excerpts from longer
narratives were conveniently collected in anthologies.
Recently, critics have objected to the literary "canon," raising multiple issues: the role of people of color
and women as authors, illustrators, and characters; diverse interpretations instead of only a Euro-American
viewpoint; alternative "readings" of text, such as economic, feminist, deconstructionist, etc.
Is there a canon of approved texts that we rely on in our elementary and secondary classrooms today?
Why have these books been "canonized"? What is the rationale behind books that are "reserved" by
administrators for specific grade levels? Have you ever attempted to buck the system and read new books
with your students? What was the result? Did you ever share a book that had been reserved for another
grade level?
What impact does this have on our children's thinking? Historically, what are some specific examples of
children's books becoming institutionalized-and what are the effects of this? (Think about The Giver
by Lois Lowry, Charlotte Web by E.B. White, or even The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein.) What made
these books achieve such fame? In what way does the institutionalization of a few books benefit or detract
from children's/young adult literature as a whole? What are the drawbacks for you as a teacher? What
implications does this phenomenon have for the future of children's book publishing-textbooks and trade
books?

s

We invite manuscripts that explore the pros and cons of the idea that a canon of children's books exists
in our classrooms. Contributions are welcomed from children's book authors and illustrators as well as
librarians, classroom educators, publishers, editors, translators, scholars, and critics.
•

Manuscripts should not exceed 2,500-3,000 words.

• Author's name, mailing address, telephone number, FAX number, e-mail address, and professional
affiliation should be on a separate cover page. The author's name should not appear in the manuscript.
•

Three members of the editorial review board will review all manuscripts.

•

Manuscripts must be received by April 1, 2003. Decisions will be reached usually within four months
of submission.

•

If a manuscript is accepted for publication, its author must provide a computer disk copy of the
manuscript, preferably in MS Word.

•

Charts, graphs, drawings, and high quality photographs pertaining to article topics will be appreciated.
Photographs from a digital camera can be submitted digitally.

• Send either: a) an electronic e-mail attachment; orb) six copies of the manuscript, a disk with your
submission, and two self-addressed stamped envelopes to:
Kathryn M. Brimmer, Editorial Assistant
Michigan Reading Journal
Oakland University, Department of Reading
Rochester, MI 48309-4494
e-mail: kmbrimme@oakland.edu
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